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1. If film is an art-form then it follows that it is meaningful to talk about the aesthetics of film. A variety
of interesting questions arise:

• What does film, as an art-form (that is, in general—we are not talking of any particular film), do
to our aesthetic sensibilities (however we choose to characterize them)? Philosophers as different
as Stanley Cavell and Roger Scruton have worried about this problem and given strikingly different
answers.

• Why is a particular film, say Bicycle Thieves (1948) or The General (1926), a good film?

• One way of answering the last question would be to develop explicit criteria for judging the quality
of a film. (This is not the only way, of course, and many critics—Andrew Sarris comes to mind—
may well eschew any such project.) If we do develop such criteria, we may use them to answer
yet another type of aesthetic question: why is film A better than film B? For instance, why is
Bicycle Thieves (1948) better than Citizen Kane (1941)? (If it is; if not, pose the question the
other way around.)

2. But is the question “ Why is a particular film a good film?” entirely an aesthetic question? Might it
not also be an ethical question? Even primarily be an ethical question?

3. Consider two classic examples, both films that are supposed to be brilliant according to some aesthetic
criteria (in particular, the quality of the cinematography):

(a) D. W. Griffiths’ Birth of a Nation (1915)? is often regarded as one of the most important
milestones in the history of cinema. (I disagree with this assessment but that is a story for another
day.) It is also probably the most viciously racist film ever made, celebrating the Klan, railing
against miscegenation, and so on. It helped usher in the unbridled racism that characterized the
United States in the immediate post-World War I era.

(b) Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will (1935) is a documentary celebrating Hitler and the Nazis,
visually stunning propaganda, successful (if we should use this word) because it is visually stun-
ning. Post-1945, once the world became aware of Nazi eugenics, concentration camps, and above
all the death camps, Riefenstahl’s film has become difficult to stomach. It is very rarely seen.
Even the most committed aesthete typically finds it uncomfortable to defend it in polite society.

4. Are these good films? Should we be seeing them in class (or elsewhere)? Discussing them?

• An important point to note: even if we ultimately judge that these are not “good” films or that
they are deeply offensive films (as I find them), it does not follow that they should not be shown
in class or that they should not be subject to critical discussion or that no one should try to
defend them on some ground or another.

• In other words, I am suggesting that we should guard against political correctness run amok.
There are many grounds for this, all connected with individual liberties. There is, of course,
the basic arguments for individual liberty that go back to John Stuart Mill in On Liberty (and,
arguably, Mill does not go far enough). There are constitutional rights enshrined, for instance, in
the First Amendment (at least in the United States). If we do not protect unpopular speech (and
I would include offensive speech), what is the point of having freedom of speech? Finally, there
are additional demands of academic freedom. We should also remember that future generations
may regard us as being just as biased and prejudiced as we often regard past generations with
which we disagree.
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• That said, aren’t the political messages of these two films sufficient to condemn them as not being
“good” films?

5. Of course, these are extreme examples.

• So, substitute Gone with the Wind (1939) for Birth of a Nation and keep in mind that, of the
ten Oscars that it won, one was the first ever awarded to an African-American. This is a movie
that celebrates the slave-owning South, and does so openly. The similarities to Birth of a Nation
are quite compelling. However, bear in mind that the problems with the film are ones it inherits
from Margaret Mitchell’s novel. This will be relevant later.

• Substitute Serengeti Shall Not Die (1959) for Triumph of the Will. This is a tantalizing documen-
tary because its agenda is the protection of wildlife, both species and processes, in an imperilled
region of Tanzania. But the perspective is that of traditional European colonists. Africans are
mute, portrayed as being simpleton underlings, and on one occasion using gratuitous nudity of
pubescent females. If the film Gone with the Wind makes us question the novel on which it is
based, Serengeti Shall Not Die makes us question many of the premises of Northern environmen-
talism.

6. Note that we have been drawing on examples that are perceived as posing politically offensive problems;
from the existence of these problems, we are inferring that there are ethical problems at stake. This is
not an uncontested move and the relationship between politics and ethics is philosophically complicated.
Nevertheless, for our purposes, it will suffice to assume that almost universally unacceptable political
problems are indicative of fundamental ethical problems.

7. So, let us return to topic: what has ethics to do with film? There are two possible answers, the first
relatively trivial and the second much more interesting. Let us assume that we are not willing to call
Birth of a Nation and Triumph of the Will as good movies.

8. The first answer, the one I call philosophically trivial, works this way:

• We judge a film on the basis of multiple criteria, some of which are aesthetic and some of which
are ethical.

• These are obvious normative criteria to use.

• In the case of documentaries we can also add epistemologically normative criteria: accuracy and
fairness to all the facts.

• We are in business:

– With Birth of a Nation we find that it is ethically so reprehensible that the negative appraisal
ethics contributes overrides all its aesthetic brilliance.

– With Triumph of the Will we find it is ethically even more reprehensible and epistemologically
wanting because (as probably is the case with all propaganda of whatever political persuasion)
it is inaccurate.

– With Gone with the Wind, the ethical problems are less severe. So, we end up in the uncertain
“in-between” area in which there can be reasonable disagreement about whether aesthetic
brilliance over-rides ethical problems.

– The same situation holds for Serengeti Shall Not Die. What is interesting in this case is that
every judgment would be contested: is it factually accurate?; does it approach biodiversity
conservation properly?; does it portray Africans negatively, given that it is hardly sympathetic
to Northern destruction of the environment? . . .

• So, why did I call this response trivial (which obviously indicates that I don’t find it satisfactory)?
Well, would you be comfortable telling an audience that Birth of a Nation is aesthetically brilliant
without reservations in your own mind? Or talk about how stunning Triumph of the Will is
without expecting soon to indulge in a diatribe against manipulation?
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9. The second answer puts treats these worries as fundamental. It claims that there is no easy separation
between ethics and aesthetics, at least in the context of art-forms. We could develop this idea while
claiming normative equivalence between ethics and aesthetics, that is, treat both as equally important.
Or, we could claim that they inter-penetrate each other even if ethics must ultimately receive precedence
over aesthetics. Either way we end up with a more complex way of viewing films.

10. In what follows, we will restrict attention to fictional narrative films. This means we will exclude doc-
umentaries. A few (perhaps hasty) remarks about documentaries before we leave the topic altogether:

• Aesthetic criteria, while applicable, are not of overwhelming importance for judging documentaries
as in the case of newspaper reports.

• The propaganda aspect of documentaries poses special problems with respect to normative judg-
ment. For instance, can any documentary in aid of a cause as unpalatable as the Nazis ever be
anything other than evil?

• Yet, a documentary may “inadvertently” capture elements of a situation that the maker did not
intend. In other words, the intentional fallacy is important.

• So is the new historicism.

11. Not all ethical traditions are equally adept at exploring the inter-penetration of ethics and aesthet-
ics. Deontological traditions (with all their emphasis on rules and obligations) are terrible (or so
I think). Other traditions are more open: Hume talks of “moral beauty.” But, by and large,
virtue ethics is best situated. This is where Kupfer (1999) comes in—and go to my comments at
https://sahotra-sarkar.org/kupfer-1999/. Kupfer’s is not the only way to bring a virtue ethics
perspective. A slightly different version follows.

12. Central to virtue ethics is character development, also central to the development of narratives, fictional
or otherwise (that is, think of biographies or histories centered around actors).

• In film, or otherwise, what is good character development, “good” in the sense that we enjoy it
as we follow it? (That is, “good” is being used more in an aesthetic rather than ethical sense;
think of Sartre’s [1939] “Childhood of a Leader” who will become an anti-Semite. We are already
seeing the inter-penetration of aesthetic and ethical issues.)

• The character development must be credible—as in all narrative, believability is a sin qua non.

• We must see engagement with the pursuit of virtues (though falling into vices could also suffice—
the point is that being attentive to vice qua vice implicitly involved engagement with virtues.)

• Our engagement with the virtues must be sympathetic. This assumption is far from obvious.
Can’t we have a good film in which what is portrayed sympathetically is the pursuit of evil?

• The point being made is subtle: think of Bicycle Thieves where, in spite of Ricci’s fall into
slavery, the sympathy remains with virtues to be pursued. (The case of Citizen Kane is more
interesting—and deserves some careful analysis under the rubric of virtue ethics.)

• The development should embrace the complexity of everyday life. The pursuit of virtues is not a
triumphant linear march to salvation. Once again, think of Bicycle Thieves. But especially think
of Do the Right Thing (1989).

13. We have not exhausted the ways in which ethics impinges on film. In particular, we have not worried
yet about how film audiences are affected except when we have recongized the role of propaganda in
documenary-making. We have also not analyzed the conditions of production:

• Think of the routine use of blackface, even without any overt emrbrace of racism, for instance in
the slapstick comedy of Buster Keaton (e.g., in Seven Chances [1925]).

• Think of the situation of actors in pornographic films (and bear in mind that the porn industry
in the U.S. is huge.

• More generally, think of issues of exploitation of workers in various components of the industry.
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